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related to progress during the three stages of writing development
were those related to the conventions of written representation of
language and those related to the content of children's compositions.
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schools, it appeared that the differences between the contributions
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é Investigations of the influences on children's

reading ability are numerous, with over fifty being

reported in the most recent annual Summary investigations

relating to reading (Weintraub et al, 1982). However,
with respect to young children's writing development very
few studies are being conducted and even fewer have been
completed (Bentley and Goodacre, 1982)., This discrepancy
between reading and writing research could be due to one

of two reasons, firstly that writing, when viewed as

tsprech made permanent', provides the learner with no L Y

real difficulties other than the problems of transcription
during the early stages or secondly, learning to write

has limited social, cognitive or linguistic significance
in comparison with learning to read.

These two points of view are beginning to be modified
in response to more recent theoretical speculations
(Dlson, 1977 and 1982) and empirical studies (Clay, 1975;
Graves, 1975; Kress, 1982). A further major influence on
the lack of rescarch into children's writing devalopment
may be the difficulties of investigating the processes as
opposcd to the products. of writing behaviour. This is
particularly the case with very young children although
the sludies roferred to above are providing many fresh
insights and new research directions,

The study reported here took the opportunity of
investigating some of the home and school in(luences on twenty

childronts writing development within the context of large~scale

Q
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longi tudinal research project. Fur ther wnrk on the
developmental aspects of these childrent's writing
products and (observable) processes is in progress
(Raban, forthcoming). The 1Children Learning to Read'
project (Raban and Wells, 1978) followed twenty
children through their first two years in school.
These children were later investigated in their junior
schools at nine years of age ('Children Learning to
write' project, Kroll et al, 1980), and were drawn
from the larger sample of children who had previously
been investigated in the Bristel longitudinal research
project 'Lang age development in pre-school children'
(Wells, 1974).

Data collected in all three phases of the research
included measures of oral language development during
the pre-school years, transcript and interview data
concerning parental and child interest in literacy,
monthly classroom observations during the two yoars of
infant schooling, test results when the children were
at school and a systematic collection of their writing
which amounted to over six hundred scripts. The children's
writing at three different ages was ssessed using the
procedures outlined belaw.

Writing at Five yerrs

From work completed during their first term in school
three pieces of writling were selected (or ecach chidd and

scored according to the rating technique for observing




early progress (Clay, 1975 and 1979). This measure
involves three levels of scoring: Language Level,
Message Quality and Directional Principles. Of these
three, the scores collected under Message Quality were
used as a measure of writing at five years of age.
This particular measure attributes a score (1~6) using
the following descriptions as guidelines:
1, Child has a concept of signs (uses letters,
invents letters, uses punctuation). ’
2, Child has a concept that some message is
conveyed by writing (i.e. tells you a message
which doesn't correspond to the writing marks).
3. A message is copied and the child knows more
or less what that message says.
4, Repetitive independent use of sentence patterns
like 'Here is a ....!
5, Attempts to record own ideas, mostly independently.
6. Successful composition.

Writing at Seven years

During their sixth terr in school four pieces of writing
were selected from scventeen of the children in the sample.
Three of the children were not writing independently of
their teacher by this stage therefore their scripts were
excluded from the scores. These scripts were assessed
for both content and surface features using a variety of
medsures. One of these measures, writing quality, was

scored using a measure of each writer's orientation to

.ERIC
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a reader (Menig~Peterson and McCabe, 1978). This
measure is based on the assumption that a writer neceds
to be explicit with reference to the following items;
who the participants were, where the events took place,
what was involved, when the events occurred, how and
why the events occurred, The scorxing procedure was
guided by the following framework:
1, Who 0‘ No reference to participants,
1 use of indefinite proncun only,
2 adequate Specification,
3 full specification including the childts
relationship to the participants.
2, Where O Specificatzon absent or confused,
1 partial specification; where some but
not all the events took place,
2 adequate but incomplete specification,
3 full specification.
3. What 0. Specification adequate or confused,
1 partial specification; use of indefinite
pronoun,
2 naming all objects.
4, When 0 Time reference absent or confused,
1 adequate time reference but incomplete,
2 full time reference.
5, How 0 Confused,
1 incomplete,

2 complate.
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6. Why 0 Absence of causality,

1 presence of causality.
Th?s scoring procedure claims to evaluate the
completeness of the child:k contextual embedding and
is essentially qualitative in its approach. Each script
was scored separately, ylelding four scores for each
child which were pooled to reach the final twriting
quality! score.

writing at Nine Years

On this occasion two compositicns for each of
eighteen children were selected for inclusion in this
port of the investigation. Two of the children were
not writing independently by this stage'and therefore
tlheir scripts were excluded from the scoring procedure.
One composition was entitled 'My Happlest Moment! and
the second plece was written to a cartoon stimulus.,

The scripts were assessed on a variety of measures of
both content and surface features. The content measure
of writing quality was based on the scores obtained by
using a tholistic! procedure. This procedure aimed to
evaluate the overall effectiveness of the compositions
in achieving their central aim. The holistic scoring

procedure used here followed many of the suggestions

given by Myers (1980) and the results of this assessment

obtained for each of the two compositions were summed
to arrive at a final score. (For further details sece

Kroll, in press.)
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TABLE 1
Intercorrelation of statistically significant variables
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* Writing Quality at 7 yrs 0.51 - -
Writing Quality at 9 yrs 0.74 0.67 -
Parental Interest (Trans) 0.55 0.66
Child Interest (Trans) 0.50
Class of Family Backgd 0.43% 0,51
Mother's Education 0.49 0.64
Croydon Check 1list 0.54 0.42» 0.40*%
BSAG UR 0.46
1
Knowledge of Literacy 5 0.75 . 0.68
Time with Teacher (Pp) 0.51 0.47+ 0.46*
significance p = .05 0.44*% 0.48*% 0.47*
levels p= .01 0.56 0.61 0.59
p = .001 .0.68 0.73 " 0.7
N 20 17 18

#footnote: Stronger relationships would
Rave been found if all 20.children had
been considered at each age point. The
children excluded at 7 and 9 years of
age were those who scored low on all
measures throughout the study.




Results of data Correlation

~The three qualitative measures of writing described
above were submitted to a correlation analysis along with
other measures which were collected during the three
phases of tue longitudinal study of which these children
form a small sub-graip, Table 1 illustrates all of the
statistically significar* correlations and it is interesting
to note that the three writing quality measures, taken at
five, seven and nine years of age, have a close relationship
to one another.

None of the measures of oral language, from the
transcripts of the children's spontaneous speech, developed
by Wells (1978), correlated significantly with the three
writing quality measures., This finding was similar to the
one reportzd in the 'Children Léarning to Read! study (Raban
and Wells op cit), where a lack of relationship was found
between the oral language measures and reading attainment at
seven years of age. The argument put forward in that report
suggested that the measures used to assess the skills
of oral language and of reading werxe probably inappropriate.
Hewever, the report pointed out that a correlation might
well be found if the skills to be tested were either
productive, or receptive in both cases (i.e. writing
rather than reading, or listening rather than speech).

The former hypothesis has not been verified in this
study. A further reason for this lack of correlation
between writing quality and oral language could be

caused by the new and essentially non~linguistic skills
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involved in learning to write. These writing-specific

skills have to be acquired by all children during the
early stages of learning to write and differences between
the children in oral language ability appear to be of
less significance.

The indices of child and parental interest in
1literacy obtained from examination of the tape
transcripts ‘were derived from the frequency of
occurrence of particular indicators, such as literacy-
based activities (e.g. looking at print) or utterances
(e.g. asking for the spelling of a word). As the tape
recordings consisted of spontaneous verbal interaction
these data were consldered to be potentially a more
reliable indicator than parental reports which were
gathered by interview. Eight transcripts were available
for each child, spanning the period from 3 years 3 months
to 5 years (one day every three months). Each transcript
consists of 18 samples of 90 seconds duration; a
total of 144 samples was therefore available for
examination from each child, representing a total of
3.6 hours of pre-~school life. These measures are
described in detail by Moon (1976) and discussed in
relation to later reading ability of these children by
Moon and Wells (1979).

This stidy of childrents writing progress indicated

that those parents who were providing experiences
relevant to the development of literacy in the home

during the pre-school years had a lasting effect on




the proaross their children made even with their writing
at nine years of age (r = 0.66, p .01). Similarly, the
measure of class éf family background of the children's
parents also sigrificantly related to some of the
measures of writing ability. Although class of Camily
background «id not appear to be strongly related with
writing development before nine years of age, mothers'
educational background was more positively related
(r = 0,49, p .05 at five years of age; r = 0.64,
P .01 at nine years of age). However, this measure
of current occupation and educational background is
'static! and only becomes meaningful when it is related
to the 'process' variable reported above which.quantifies
what it is that the parents did at home which helped
their childrents writing development. Bxtended educational
experiences of the parents beyond the minimal period
of school attendance did appear to orientate the home
towards valuing literacy and related activities,
especially in the case of mothers, who could be seen
as mainly responsibile for the daily experiences of
their pre-schnol children.

Further measures of !readiness for schooling!
included the Croydon checklist (Wolfendale, 1982)
and the Bristol Social Adjustment Guide (Stott and
Marston, 1970). These were completed by eich childls
toechoer shortly after the children had entered their

Infant echool. Measures like these could be seen as

. .
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resultant of the pre-school home environment. FoK
instance, the Croydon checklist has been designed to
identify those children at age five years who are

'at risk' with respect to later school failure,
although in this study these scores were only wcakly
related to later writing development. The Bristol
Social Adjustment Guide (under-reacting) also related
positively with the measure of message quality at
five years of age. This finding alerts teachers to
the problem of the under-reacting child who enters
school with skill in writing but who may well go
unnoticed in a busy classroom, probably being quiet
and well-behaved. This kind of child may have an
advantage in developing some of the powers of
concentration necessary to learn the skill of writing,
but may find that further writing development ir
school is slow. This was indicated by the lack of
correlation with the writing measures at ages scven
and nine years.

The tests used to assess the childrents knowledge
of literacy at the time they entered school were
Concepts about Print and Letter Identification (Clay,
1972 and 1979). The scores from these tests were
combined to give an index of pre-~school knowledge
about literacy. Not surprisingly, this index
correlated highly with the measure of mrssage quality .
at five years of age and it has also been found to

be highly correlated with the childrents reading

12
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ability at sever years of age (Raban and Wells, op cit).
Again this measure can be seen as an indicator of diifering
pre-school experiences Letween the children with regard
ta their experience of literacy at home and it was also
found to correlate strongly with the measure of writing
quality at nine years of age (r = 0.68, p .001). This
relationship strengthens the conviction that a child!s
home remains the same in its orientation towards
literacy throughout the child's school life.

Observations of these children in their classrooms
viere also conducted during thelr first two years in
infant school. These observations took the form of
a running record of the sample child!s activities and
behaviour during a complete morning from 9 a.m. until
12 noon, once every month (Raban et al, 1977). The
record of these observations was designecd to yield
two types of information; firstly an account of the
different activities engaged in and the amount of time
spent on each; and secondly a detailed description of
significant aspects of these activities. During these
classroom observations particular attention was paid
to any interactions between the sample child and their
teacher, prose notes being made of what happened on
these occasions. \

A previous study (Raban, 1979) looked at the
relationship between these teacher interaction times
on all literacy activities and reading attainment at

age seven years. The results were disappointing,
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giving no statistically significant positive relationships
between childrents time spent with their teacher during
literacy activities, receiving either preparation (p)

or feedback (f), and progress in reading during the
two-year period of the investigation. Somewhat similar
results were found here, 2lthough the measures of

writing quality nearly reached a level of statistical
significance {r = 0.47, p .05 at age seven years, r = 0,46
p .05 at age nine years). However, it should be pointed
out that in this study of the childrents writing the time
spent with the tecacher in preparation for a writing
activity was calculated as a percentage of the total

time spent with the teacher during writing activities
alone as opposed to all literacy activities. It is
possible that this finer distinction enabled the
relationship to become more apparent. Nevertheless,

this quantitative analysis is of less interest than

the qualitatlve information collected in the prose

records of the observations. These records reveal

the details of teacher~behaviour during their interactions
with the children while they are learning to write and

may provide us with insights into more effective

teaching strategies.

Influences of the School

Childrent!s early compositions frequently emerge
from their drawings which capture a news event or t!story!
they choose to focus on each day. Teachers lranscribe

captions or sentences spoken by the child relating to

14
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&his drawing. The child is required to trace over

or copy under their teacher's writing, or at a later
stage, to copy from a sentence book. Finally they
develop towards the point where they compose their
own 'stories! asking their teacher for the spellings
they need.

The observed teacher-characteristics which were
positively related to progress during these stages of
writing development fell into two main categories;
firstly those related to the conventions of the writ!.n
repPresentation of language, and secondly those related
to the content of childrents compositions. Teychers
who helped children with the conventions of writing
showed the children how to form letters and read back
what they had written for a child, pointing to each woxd
as they read it aloud. They showed the chlldren where
to start writing and marked the pPlace with a dot. They
also drew children's attention to word-spacing and line-
lengths and helped the children to overcome these
difficulties. In addition, they provided the children
with letter formation and individual word practice
through the use of initial-letter books, probably
intended to help more with reading than with writing,

With respect to the content of the written
compositions, children made more Progress when they
received support from their teachers through the

following activities: teachers talking to the children

10 ~ 13 -
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about their drawings and encouraging then to include
more of their thoughts in their pictures; asking thenm
probing questions about theix ‘*story! prior to
transcription; writing down exactly what each child
said, reading the words aloud as they were written down;
reading back the transcription for the child, pointing
to cach word and helping the child to do the same;

when the child completed the tracing, copying or writing,
the teacher helped the child to read it back, also
probing with interested questions to extend the
composition; in addition teachers read aloud the

final composition in the childts company.,

The teachers observed in this study varied in the
extent to which they achieved all of these characteristics.
These observations were subsjequently used to form the
basis of a checklist against which each child's experience
was recorded. An analysis of the results of this
scoring procedure identified those schools which
provided learning-to-write enviromments found to be
more successful with respect to the childrents writing
development., No child reached the total score of 14
on this scale of teacher-characteristics, nor was any
child deprived totally of the expuriences listed above.
Schools deemed *goodt with respect to writing develojpment
scored between 6 and 11, those deemed to be !poor! in
this respect scored between 1 and 5.

Combined Home and School Influences

In a similar manner homes were also identified

16
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which provided more successful environments for the
development of literacy skills. This was achieved

by tallying information from the pre-school tape-
transcripts, and interviews with the parents when
their children were aged five and seven years. An
index of parental interest in and provision for
literacy in the home produced scores ranging from

10.7 -~ 53.0. 1'Good! homes achieved scores between

30 and 55 and ‘'poor' homes scored between O and 29.
Table 2A illustrates the scores of these four groups
against,the measures of writing. It appeared from
this analysis that the differences between the
contributions of the homes were far greater th;n those
between schools and 1t also appeared to be the case
that these larger differences between homes created

a lasting influence on children's writing development,
These results were confirmed using a partial correlation
analysis which revealed no statistically significant
results between the school index and writing at ages
seven and nine with the home index held constant.
However, the results did reveal statistically significant
relationships between the home index and writing at
seven years of age (x = 0.65, p .01) and at nine
years of age (r = 0.59, p .01) with the school index

held constant.,

O
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TABLE 2

Mean scores of Writing Quality at ages 5, 7 and 9 years
against tgood' (G) and tpoor' (P) school and home

provision scores.

Message Quality[ Writing Quality| Writing
at 5 years at 7 years at 9
Group
Mean t-test Mean t-test Mean
score score score
G home 4,0 37.4 17.6
N =12 t=2,73 t=3.04
p> .01 p>.005
P home 2.6 20.6 10.3
N =28
G school 3.8 30.8 14,1
N=9 n.sig. n.sig.
P school 3,2 30.6 15.1
N = 11
G honme/G school 5 37.25 16,75
N =4 t=3.33
p> .0l n.sig,
P home/G school 2.8 25,6 12
N=235
G home/P school 3.5 37.5 t=.,33 18
N =28 I n.sig. p>.005
P home/P school 2,3 12.33 7.33
N=3 l .
-~ 16 -
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Children who came¢ from the 'good! and 'poor' home
groups attended both 'good! and 'poor! schools thus
creating four possible combinations of home # 3 school
experiences for the children; ‘'good! home and school,
'poor! home and school, 'good! home/'poor! school and
'poor! home/'good! schocl. A further analysis of the
data, illustrated in table 2B, evaluated the combined
contributions of home and school influences. The mean
scores alone indicate a marked difference in favour of
the 'good!' home group regardless of the school effect.
lHowever, the influerce of the school becomes more apparent
be tween those children who come from tpoor! homes.
Children who come from 'poor! homes and attended tgood!
schools were more successful with their writing developnent
than those who came from 'poor' homes and attended 'poor!
schools. This claim is substantiated in this study where
all of the children who were not writing independently of
their teacher by seven and nine years of age were
identified as coming from !'poor! homes and two of these
three children also attended 'poor! infant schools.

Nevertheless, statistically, the differences between
'good! and ‘'poor!' infant schools were non-significant
except when 'good! and 'poort! home contributions were
hAlso considered. When these combined influences were
contrasted with measures of writing quality after two,
and even four, years in schonl, the contribution of the
infant school in overcoming the disadvantages of a tpnor!

home environment were clearly indicated. Although the

19

- 17 =~

sample size in this study was small, over thirty teachers
were observed interacting with these twenty children
during their first two years in school. It is, therefore,
important to recognise the significant contributions

which infant school teachers can make in compensating

for the less effective home environment with respect to
the writing development of primary school children. The
teacher-characteristics identified in the classroum
observations reported in this study can provide the
framework within which it is possible to further develop
the provision for a positive learning-to-write environment

in infant classxoons.
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